When I graduated from library school, I expected to enter a changing profession in which shrinking budgets, changing technologies, and evolving classroom pedagogies were converging to change how librarians did their jobs. I did not expect, however, that five years down the road I would be waving the data services flag. In that time, I have come to believe that supporting data-related activities is one of the most important roles librarians will play in coming years. As technology permeates virtually all aspects of academic, professional, and personal life, its natural product -data -is similarly growing in importance. The importance and pervasiveness of data in higher education, however, is easy to underestimate. This column will discuss the role of data in academic research and education, looking specifically at the implications for librarians in their roles as collection developers, educators, researchers, and subject specialists. The column concludes with ways for new librarians to add data skills to their professional repertoire.
What is data? In general terms, data is a collection of individual pieces of information that exists to provide insight or information about its subject. While the definition is simple enough, the reality of data is more complex. It's no exaggeration to say that today, data can be anything. We all know about the U.S. Census and scientific research outputs, but there's so other organizations are equally interested in putting those insights into practice. These organizations, however, face a massive shortfall of workers capable of analyzing and applying that data to solve problems, which colleges and universities have been slow to address (Manyika, et al., 2011) . A 2017 report from the Business-Higher Education Forum found that 69 percent of employers prioritize hiring data literate job candidates, while only 23 percent of university leaders say they're producing data literate graduates (2017).
Unsurprisingly, the areas of librarianship in which data is making the most high-profile changes are in research and instruction libraries. These changes mean that English subject librarians are being called upon to teach students to scrape article repositories for textual analysis projects, business librarians are assessing, purchasing, and coordinating the storage of datasets for PhD projects, and art librarians could be assisting with NEA grant data management plans or helping artists obtain datasets for use in creating data-based creative works.
Although some areas of librarianship are experiencing the shift toward data-driven activities more visibly than others, no librarian can expect to avoid data issues completely.
Technical services librarians are not only responsible for cataloging datasets, they are also analyzing usage data to guide collection development, tracking processing workflows, and quality checking metadata, all of which are data-related duties. Library administrators, in turn, must be able to synthesize the data their various departments produce, using it to make strategic decisions related to library budgets, project priorities, hiring, and marketing. Obviously, even at institutions that have been able to create dedicated Data Services departments or librarian positions, all librarians should be preparing for the day when data-related services become a regular part of their role-assuming that day hasn't already arrived.
Fortunately, even for those of us who didn't take data-related classes in library school, supporting data services doesn't require a degree in statistics. Because data literacy is such a significant issue for businesses and educational institutions, librarians have access to many Journal of New Librarianship (2018) Looking beyond the library, tools for educating ourselves on data topics are everywhere.
Virtually all online learning platforms offer courses on business and web analytics as introductions to data-driven decision making. These platforms include Lynda.com and Skillshare, which are often available through public libraries. Major MOOC providers like MIT OpenCourseWare, Coursera, and Udemy provide access to courses on basic data analysis, basic and advanced statistics, statistical software programs, and methods for presenting data analysis to non-specialist audiences. The educational options are endless, which means that no matter the need or skill level, resources are readily available to help expand our skills in a growing area of information services.
Concepts like Big Data, data-driven decision-making, and data literacy have become an increasingly prominent part of discussions about the future of business, education, and life in general, and this trend isn't likely to disappear anytime soon. As such, it is in the best interest of librarians, as information and educational professionals, to understand data issues, integrating them as seamlessly into our work as we have issues of information bias, copyright, and the impact of journal price inflation. Doing so will allow us to continue providing our institutions, communities, and patrons with the resources they will require when data-related information needs arise in their lives.
